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Executive Summary 

 

Every day, companies and people across the world print and copy materials using an assortment 

of printers, copiers, and other equipment. Arguably, the most important part of these machines are the ink 

and toner cartridges they employ. China has established an industry that manufactures millions of cheap 

ink and toner cartridges that are worth billions of dollars. Rarely do we ever spare a thought as to how 

these printing products were created and how the people manufacturing these products are treated. China 

Labor Watch, however, is aware of tens of thousands of workers toiling silently in Chinese factories to 

produce these cheap cartridges. 

 

Large printer and copier manufacturers like Brother, Canon, HP, Konica Minolta, Ricoh, Xerox, 

and others charge a premium for the cartridges their machines consume. To tap into this lucrative product 

category, which is worth approximately $30 billion, a rump industry has emerged producing third-party 

consumables. The business model for these third-party cartridge manufacturers, most of which are based 

in China, requires them to compete primarily on price to gain market share. Since 2009, the Actionable 

Intelligence, a U.S.-based market research firm following the industry, has detailed many of the unfair 

business practices used by various Chinese firms on their website at www.Action-intell.com. These 

infractions, ranging from patent infringement to false and deceptive claims to dupe consumers and gain 

market share, have resulted in scores of court actions and legal settlements. Zhuhai National Resources & 

Jingjie Printing Technology, for example, defaulted in various U.S. legal actions filed separately by 

Epson, Canon, and HP. Regardless, third-party ink and toner cartridge production continues unabated in 

China, and the cartridges are available at some of the world’s largest online marketplaces, including 

Amazon and eBay.  

 

  After receiving reports of labor violations, China Labor Watch investigated China’s vast third-

party ink and toner cartridge industry, which is centered primarily in and around Zhuhai, China, a small 

port city on the Pearl River Delta in Guangdong Province. Our investigation has discovered just the tip of 

the iceberg of the violation of Chinese factory workers’ rights and interests within the printing industry. 

 

In one of the factories China Labor Watch investigated, a female worker started sobbing after her 

first hour of work; she was too tired to go on. But since no talking was allowed during work, no one could 

comfort her. She cried intermittently until the end of the day, and after standing for 11 hours a day her 

feet were swollen. From positions of privilege, we often imagine the suffering occurring to people in 

factories far away as an ignorant, unaware suffering and as an inevitable suffering. This is not the case. It 

is a very real problem for thousands of workers. Our undercover investigator wrote in their journal,  

“At lunch time, I chatted with a worker who has been here for more than a year. I asked him how 

he felt about working in this factory, and he said in anger, "This factory has a black heart, which 

only grows blacker and blacker”. During the pandemic, workers' hourly wage were cruelly 

reduced from 22 yuan to just 17 to 18 yuan, he told me. The worker was fooled at first, but now 

the more he stays, the more meaningless the work becomes.” 

The workers interviewed during the investigation often were aware that they are being exploited yet have 

no other choice to make ends meet, and workers themselves often clearly identified what they consider to 

be unfair and unsatisfactory working conditions. This exploitation of workers is not inevitable and should 

http://www.action-intell.com/
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not be accepted as common practice in the Chinese third-party supplies industry or by the channels that 

sell third-party ink and toner cartridges from China.  

 

To highlight the poor working conditions of the factory workers in the printer consumables 

manufacturing industry, China Labor Watch dispatched undercover investigators into two factories during 

the fall of 2021. While working undercover at two factories for a period of multiple weeks, our 

investigators interviewed 39 workers at the Zhuhai National Resources & Jingjie Printing Technology 

factory and 47 workers at Zhuhai Maetone Infotech factory to gather the evidence and data within this 

report.  

 

Four of the most serious rights violations uncovered within China Labor Watch’s investigation 

are highlighted below: 

 

1. Blatant violations and exploitation of Chinese labor law 

 

We identified many labor practices that violate Chinese law, including but not limited to issuing 

false pay stubs, failure to purchase Social Insurance, insufficient health and safety training, age 

discrimination, excessive overtime, and no paid leave. The following are specific chapters of the Safety 

Production Law of the People's Republic of China that China Labor Watch suspects have been violated 

by Zhuhai National Resources & Jingjie Printing Technology Co., Ltd and/or Zhuhai Maetone Infotech 

Co., Ltd: 

 

1. Chapter 3, Article 58: “Employees should receive education and training on production safety, master 

the knowledge of production safety required for their jobs, improve production safety skills, and 

enhance accident prevention and emergency response capabilities.” 

Employees at the Zhuhai National Resources & Jingjie Printing Technology factory did not 

receive proper education on safe production and copying two test questions fails to effectively train 

employees on the norms of safe production, which may leave hidden dangers of safety accidents. 

Employees at the Zhuhai Maetone Infotech did not receive any education and training on production 

safety. 

 

2. Chapter 2, Article 10: “A written labor contract shall be concluded when a labor relationship is 

established. If a labor relationship has been established and a written labor contract is not concluded at 

the same time, a written labor contract shall be concluded within one month from the date of 

employment. If the employer and the worker conclude a labor contract before the employment, the 

labor relationship shall be established from the date of employment.” 

According to the interview records, many workers at the Zhuhai National Resources & Jingjie 

Printing Technology and the Zhuhai Maetone Infotech factory started work without determining the 

precise provisions of employment in the labor contract, and at the Zhuhai National Resources & 

Jingjie Printing Technology factory, management did not consistently issue the labor contract to the 

workers within one month. Although Article 69, Section 3 of the Labor Contract Law allows part-time 

workers to enter into an oral agreement with the employer, the full-time labor relationship between the 

worker and the factory during the probationary period is still contractually established and should not 



Abuse in the Printing Supply Chain 

5 

be considered as "part-time employment". Therefore, the employer's "oral notice" is not in accordance 

with the law. 

 

3. Chapter 4, Article 38: “The employer shall ensure that workers have at least one day off per week,” 

and Chapter 4, Article 41: “The employer may, after consultation with the labor union and the 

workers, extend the working hours due to the needs of production and operation, generally not 

exceeding one hour per day; if the working hours need to be extended for special reasons, the extended 

working hours shall not exceed three hours per day, but not more than thirty-six hours per month, 

under the condition of safeguarding the health of the workers.” 

The workers' overtime work at both factories during the peak season has clearly violated the 

provisions of the labor law. The employer forces workers to work overtime under the threat of 

"absenteeism" without consulting the workers’ representatives, which is a suspected violation of 

Article 41 of the Labor Law. 

 

4. Chapter 4, Article 44: “In any of the following cases, the employer shall pay wages and compensation 

higher than the workers' wages for normal working hours in accordance with the following standards. 

(a) If the worker is arranged to work longer hours, pay a wage remuneration of not less than one 

hundred and fifty percent of the wage. 

(b) If a worker is scheduled to work on a rest day and no compensatory time off can be arranged, 

a wage payment of not less than two hundred percent of the wage shall be paid. 

(c) If a worker is required to work on a statutory holiday, he or she shall be paid not less than 

three hundred percent of his or her wages.”  

The reasons are as follows: Article 36 of the Labor Law indicates that the daily working hours of 

workers shall not exceed eight hours, and Article 41 stipulates that if the employer, due to production 

and operation needs, can negotiate with workers to extend working hours, which shall not exceed three 

hours per day. In accordance with these two provisions, hourly-paid workers should be paid the 

overtime rate if they work more than eight hours a day. The wages paid shall also be paid in 

accordance with the provisions of Article 44 above. Workers at both factories are not consistently 

provided with the legally required amount of days off per month, and furthermore, when workers are 

scheduled to work on a rest day and no compensatory time off is arranged, workers are not paid 200% 

of their regular wage as required by law. The increased holiday pay of 300% of normal wages is also 

not paid to hourly workers at the Zhuhai National Resources & Jingjie Printing Technology factory nor 

paid to any Zhuhai Maetone Infotech factory workers who are required by management to work 

Holidays. 

 

Not only do these two factories violate the law, but they also exploit legal loopholes and lax 

regulatory mechanisms to further violate Chinese workers’ rights and interests. For example, if a factory 

is proven to have failed to pay workers according to Chinese law, the Human Resources and Social 

Security Bureau will fine and order the factory to pay workers a legal wage. However, in this instance, 

“according to the law” simply means the wage should not be lower than the minimum wage, not that the 

factory must conform with legal requirements for increased pay during overtime and time off. The 

minimum wage of Zhuhai where both factories are located is 1720 RMB a month. Even though the 

Maetone factory issues a false pay stub to workers and does not apply the required overtime pay to 
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calculate wages, the monthly wages paid to workers at the Maetone factory is actually above the legal 

minimum, making legal enforcement difficult and unlikely. This built-in legal loophole limits the 

government's ability to enforce its own laws, which allows factories to force extreme overtime hours on 

workers so long as workers receive some compensation for those hours, regardless of whether their pay is 

in accordance with the legal overtime minimum wage. This creates a vicious cycle of labor abuse wherein 

the factory fraudulently underpays workers their owed overtime pay, and in order to recoup this withheld 

overtime pay, workers are subtly coerced to work more hours and give up their legal right to time off. The 

most disheartening thing is that the workers themselves become unwitting participants in their 

exploitation. The Maetone factory is willing to violate Chinese law and schedule workers to work on 

legally mandated rest days and for an excessive amount of overtime hours, and in order to ensure workers' 

silence, it offers a paltry sum for these extended and illegal hours. The workers however often have no 

choice but to accept any additional wages, even if they are illegally reduced. Zhuhai Maetone Infotech 

Co., Ltd has intentionally created this system of punishments and incentives to increase corporate profits 

by exploiting workers’ rights and interests. 

 

Furthermore, while not explicitly illegal, both Zhuhai National Resources & Jingjie Printing 

Technology Co., Ltd and Zhuhai Maetone Infotech Co., Ltd present partially blank labor contracts for 

workers to sign in order to start work. The worker does not know the contents of the agreed upon terms 

and conditions of their own employment when they sign. It is a common practice among factories in 

China to download labor contract templates from local government websites with blank spaces to be filled 

in for information on wages, job content, holidays, etc. However, rather than filling in the required 

information before presenting it to the worker, both factories gave workers a copy of the incomplete 

contract template and only asked the worker fill in their personal information. Only after obtaining 

workers’ legally binding agreement to an incomplete labor contract did management at both Zhuhai 

National Resources & Jingjie Printing Technology and Zhuhai Maetone Infotech actually write down the 

salary, job content, holidays and important other terms and conditions. Workers at both factories given 

vital information on their own employment before they start work. 

 

2. Multiple safety hazards including the risk for a combustible dust explosion 

 

Most concerningly, our investigator identified what is likely a dust exposure risk to workers in the 

toner powder filling positions at the Zhuhai Maetone Infotech factory. Our investigator discovered a 

notice sent by the factory statting that there might be dust contamination. We could not identify the 

precise type of toner powder and therefore cannot determine the material’s ignitable, corrosive, reactive, 

and/or toxic properties. China Labor Watch cannot determine the health risk to workers who are exposed 

to this toner dust at the Maetone factory. Further adding to the risk Maetone workers face, toner dust is a 

combustible material and can spark what is called a combustible dust explosion. According to OSHA’s 

Hazard Communication Guidance for Combustible Dusts, a combustible dust explosion or fire can cause 

catastrophic loss of life, injuries, and destruction of buildings. In many of these incidents, workers and 

managers were unaware of the potential for dust explosions or failed to recognize the serious nature of 

dust explosion hazards. Earlier this year in August, a Konica Minolta toner production plant in Japan 
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experienced a combustible dust fire with toner dust serving as the ignition source.1 2 In May 2018, yet 

another toner dust explosion occurred at the Close the Loop printer cartridge recycling facility in 

Kentucky.3 4  

 

To prevent a similar incident from occurring, Zhuhai Maetone Infotech must act urgently and 

identify the health risk to workers exposed to toner dust, as well as evaluate the factory’s risk for a toner 

dust fire and explosion. First, China Labor Watch recommends that Zhuhai Maetone Infotech Co., Ltd 

review previous incidences of toner dust explosions, the above-mentioned OSHA Hazard Communication 

Guidance for Combustible Dusts, and the U.S. Chemical Safety Board’s page on Combustible Dust 

Safety. 5 Secondly, we recommend that Maetone Infotech take measures to control dust, eliminate 

ignition sources, and limit the potential effects of explosions to minimize deaths, injuries, and damage to 

property. And thirdly, we recommend that Maetone Infotech develop a written hazard communication 

program and provide information and training to workers about the hazardous dusts and chemicals in their 

workplace. 

 

In fact, new workers at the Zhuhai National Resources & Jingjie Printing Technology factory are 

only provided 30 minutes to an hour of workplace safety and hazards training. This “training” solely 

consisted of asking workers to copy prewritten answers from a safety test which included no specific 

explanation about environmental, health, and/or safety aspects of the job; this clearly is inadequate to 

competently train new employees on the workplace hazards and safety risks inherent in a manufacturing 

environment. Employees at the Zhuhai Maetone Infotech did not receive any education and training on 

production safety, clearly violating the law. Both factories do not have an environmental health and safety 

committee, nor do they tell workers whether they are exposed to hazardous substances. Potentially 

hazardous waste containing ink and toner is improperly disposed of at the Zhuhai National Resources & 

Jingjie Printing Technology factory. 

 

Most Maetone workers reported that they were in physical pain during the first week of work, 

because they were not yet used to such a heavy workload. One worker injured his hands (skin abrasion 

and joint pain), because had to use the same fingers to twist in screws 1,300 times a day, and yet, our 

investigator could not locate any first aid kit or emergency medical supplies in either factory. 

 

3. No worker representation 

 

According to Article 7 of China’s Labor Law, workers have the right to participate or organize a 

union, yet neither factories have a union nor any form of worker representation. In fact, there are no 

official channels for resolving workplace issues. Factories have an interest in not providing worker 

representation or official channels to communicate grievances as management is legally required to 

negotiate with worker representatives to extend working hours. As both Zhuhai National Resources & 

Jingjie Printing Technology and Zhuhai Maetone Infotech factories do not have any form of independent 

 
1 Konica Minolta shares latest update on explosion – The Recycler - 28/09/2021 
2 Explosion Damages Toner Production Plant in Japan - Dust Safety Science 
3 Toner Dust Explosion Reported at Cartridge Recycling Facility in Kentucky - Dust Safety Science 
4 Explosion, fire reported at warehouse in Boone County (fox19.com) 
5 Combustible Dust Safety - Drivers of Critical Chemical Safety Change | CSB 

https://www.therecycler.com/posts/konica-minolta-shares-latest-update-on-explosion/
https://dustsafetyscience.com/toner-dust-explosion-tatsuno-japan/
https://dustsafetyscience.com/toner-dust-explosion-hebron-kentucky/
https://www.fox19.com/story/38106381/explosion-fire-reported-at-warehouse-in-boone-county/
https://www.csb.gov/recommendations/mostwanted/combustibledust/
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worker representation, there is no functional check on their power. Workers simply must go to their team 

leader when something is wrong. However, workers at the Maetone factory reported that all team leaders 

are either relatives or friends with the high-level factory management, and on some production lines with 

a lower hourly wage, team leaders will verbally abuse workers who go to the bathroom too many times or 

work too slowly. Therefore, team leaders do not serve as independent communicators of the needs and 

issues that workers face. 

 

Both factories also do not have worker hotlines to anonymously report issues and complaints to 

management. Clearly, communication between workers and management is not a priority for either 

Zhuhai National Resources & Jingjie Printing Technology Co., Ltd or Zhuhai Maetone Infotech Co., Ltd.  

 

4. Demoralizing work environment 

 

It is hard to say that employees of Zhuhai National Resources & Jingjie Printing Technology and 

Zhuhai Maetone Infotech have a good life when they work 66 hours a week, 11 hours a day, and 6 days a 

week. And when orders increase, managers require employees to work 13 days before they can have just 

one day off. Workers at these two factories are constantly exhausted. There is virtually no time to go to 

the restroom or get a drink of water with the stringent production quotas. Workers are too tired to enjoy 

any leisure activity when life consists solely of working 11 hours a day, sleeping, and then going back to 

work. Some workers are so exhausted they can do nothing except eat and sleep on their day off, and most 

workers simply purchase all their living necessities online to save time and energy. To add insult to 

injury, all Maetone factory workers’ salaries were lowered because of Covid-19. 

 

Simply put, the demands that Jingjie Printing Technology and Maetone Infotech place on their 

employees have pushed workers to the fringe of Chinese society. They simply do not have enough time to 

participate in daily life. Workers told China Labor Watch that they want the factory to raise the basic 

wage so that they don't have to work overtime so desperately just to make ends meet. However, research 

done by Actionable Intelligence indicates that overall pricing for third-party supplies has been trending 

downward for the past 20 years. The effects of this trend can be measured in workers’ decreasing quality 

of life. 

 

Recommendations 

 

As shown above, China Labor Watch’s investigations have revealed many labor and human rights 

violations, and a chart summarizing theses rights violations can be located in the following section. Only 

with cooperation between the Chinese state and provincial authorities, the printing consumables 

manufacturing industry, and the factories owned and operated by Zhuhai National Resources & Jingjie 

Printing Technology and Zhuhai Maetone Infotech will we be able to protect workers’ rights and interests 

by eliminating abusive and unethical labor practices from the printing supply chain. 

 

We call on these two companies to improve working conditions by first committing to follow 

Chinese Labor Law in its entirety by giving workers their legal rights to paid leave, robust safety training, 

overtime hours within legal limits, and increased pay during overtime hours. Zhuhai National Resources 

& Jingjie Printing Technology and Zhuhai Maetone Infotech management should also ensure that workers 
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are shown their labor contracts with all relevant provisions clearly written at the time of signing, that 

workers are automatically given a copy of this contract, and that these two companies adhere to all the 

provisions agreed upon in the legally binding labor contract. Both companies must develop a written 

hazard communication program and provide information and training to workers about the safety hazards 

in their workplace to prevent deaths and injuries. These factories must facilitate the selection of 

independent worker representatives, must provide anonymous channels for worker complaints, and must 

improve listening and communication between management and workers.  

 

We call upon companies in the printing industry and online marketplaces who source from these 

factories to make a genuine commitment to improving working conditions by identifying all contractors 

and subcontractors within the manufacturing process, requiring all manufacturing parties to uphold clear 

labor standards, conduct regular undercover investigations within these factories, and enforce these 

regulations when broken. Online marketplaces must increase the regulatory oversight of companies know 

to violate the law and violate workers’ rights and ban repeat offenders from using their platforms to profit 

from suffering. We hope that the printing industry and major online retailers will join us and seriously 

consider these recommendations, as we all want to address the rights violations occurring in the printing 

electronics supply chain.  

 

And finally, we call on the Chinese government to strengthen the protection of Chinese workers 

rights and interests by prioritizing the enforcement of existing labor laws, by increasing the penalties for 

violating these laws to provide a real deterrence to companies, and by strengthening industry regulatory 

mechanisms. 

 

Chart with Summary of Rights Violations 

 

 Zhuhai National Resources & 

Jingjie Printing Technology Co., 

Ltd 

Zhuhai Maetone Infotech Co., 

Ltd 

Hiring Discrimination   x 

Overtime is not voluntary  ? ? 

Excessive overtime work  x x 

Factory mistreats workers  x 

Factory does not explain the 

labor contract to workers  

x x 

Factory does not uphold the 

labor contract  

x x 

Factory does not provide 24 

hours of pre-job safety training  

x x 

Factory does not provide x  
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workers with protective 

equipment  

Factory lacks sufficient 

occupational health and safety 

measures  

x x 

Fire hazards present in factory 

workshops  

 x 

Failure to purchase social 

insurance in accordance with the 

law  

 x 

Lack of independent unions x x 

Lack of effective complaint 

channels 

x x 

Worker must obtain approval for 

resignation 

x x 

Workers do not receive a copy 

of the contract 

x  

Blank contracts signed x x 

No paid legal holidays x x 

 

 

Zhuhai National Resources & Jingjie Printing Technology Co., Ltd (珠海中

润靖杰打印科技有限公司) Investigation Report 

 

Address: Shengli Road No.2, Sanzao, Zhuhai, Guangdong 

Products: HP, Canon, Brother, Epson compatible inkjet cartridges, ink, photo paper, toner cartridges, 

ribbons, other printer consumables           

Total Number of Employees: 550 Number of workers: 500        

Total Number of Workers During Peak Season: about 700  

Male to Female Ratio: 1:3 

Number of Interviewees: 39  

Ratio of Male to Female Interviewees: 21:18    

 

Section 1: Recruitment and Resignation 

 

Medical and physical examinations are required by the factory, and workers must pay for the 50 

RMB examination fee. After one month of work, the factory will issue an examination fee refund to 
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workers. If a worker leaves the factory after working for less than one month, the worker will not be 

refunded the medical examination fee. 

 

There is paid orientation training on how to calculate attendance, how to use the factory meal 

card, introduction to accommodation, lost and replaced cards, corporate culture, etc. This orientation 

training took about 30 minutes to an hour. The trainer then gave our investigator and other new workers 

two test papers, “Employee Level 3 Safety Education Test Questions” and “Induction Training 

Assessment Test Questions” (see photos below), with already filled-in answers and asked the workers just 

to copy them; this clearly is inadequate to competently train new employees on workplace hazards and 

safety risks.  

 

Workers’ contracts do not include how long the probationary period is for each worker. The 

person in charge of recruitment said that the length of the probationary period simply depends on the 

situation. The probationary period for workers with good working ability is about 1 month, while workers 

with poor working ability have a probationary period of 3 months. The workers are paid hourly for the 

first five months, at ¥15 an hour. If a worker wants to leave during the probation period, they need to 

submit their resignation one week in advance before leaving work, even though their contract states that 

they only need resign three days in advance. After the resignation, the former probationary workers will 



Abuse in the Printing Supply Chain 

12 

be paid their owed wages on the next payday. Regular workers need to resign one month in advance 

before leaving. 

 

Section 2: Employment Contract 

 

The factory has labor contracts with workers, but management will only release the worker’s 

official labor contract with the factory seal if the worker takes the initiative to ask the factory for a copy 

of the labor contract 1 week in advance. As a result of these deliberately unclear policies, most workers at 

the factory don't have access to their own labor contract. 

 

The procedure for signing the labor contract is as follows: on the day of joining, the factory gives 

the worker a blank and generic contract form and asks the worker to simply fill in his or her personal 

information. The contract sections about the probation period, salary and other important terms are blank, 

and workers are only verbally informed of this critical information by the recruiter. Key information is 

not written in the official contract, and therefore, workers do not have the opportunity to negotiate these 

terms and are asked to follow procedures that workers have not explicitly agreed to within their contract. 

Workers fill in their personal information, sign on the last page, and give the incomplete and inaccurate 

contract to the factory. Please see the photos of the labor contract at the end of the report. Regarding the 

resignation of workers during the probationary period, the factory does not fulfill the terms of its contract, 

which says probationary workers can resign 3 days in advance, however, the recruiter told workers to 

submit their resignation 1 week in advance. 

 

Section 3: Working Hours 

 

During the off-season, the work hours are about 8 hours a day for 5 days a week with no 

overtime. The months of April, May, June and July have the longest overtime hours for workers in the off 

season. In peak season, the overtime hours are different every day, and the more orders that the factory 

receives, the more overtime hours that employees are forced to work. Sometimes there is an additional 2 

hours of overtime, sometimes workers are on the factory line until midnight. During peak season, 

employees have one day off a month and work 7 days a week. The months of November, December, 

January and February have the longest overtime hours for workers. An estimated work schedule is as 

follows:  

Peak season: 8.30am to 12.15pm, 13.00pm to 17.15pm, overtime 18.00pm - 21.30pm 

Off season: 8.30am to 12.15pm, 13.00pm to 17.15pm 

 

Workers need approval from the group leaders not to work overtime, by either calling or asking 

the group leader in person. If the group leaders do not approve, the workers who do not work overtime 

without supervisor approval are considered absent from their post. All work hours are recorded with 

workers’ punch cards. If it can be proved that the information is incorrect, then the official record can be 

amended. The meal breaks for each shift are 45 minutes. 

 

Workers do not get one day off every 14 days, as legally required; instead, the company only 

grants workers one day off a month during the peak season. In the off season, workers are granted their 

legally required 10 hours of daily rest time. However, during the peak season, employees sometimes work 
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overtime until midnight and then must go back to work at 8:30AM the next day, without 10 hours of rest. 

This factory does not consistently protect workers’ legal rights to rest time and instead chooses to violate 

Chinese labor laws to eke out more profit, all at the expense of the workers.  

 

Workers with piece-rate wages have production targets and only with a monthly output of 2,100 

yuan can workers reach the target. There is a salary incentive for those exceeding 2100 yuan. The average 

worker can receive about 4,600 yuan a month. However, the production indicators are not told to ordinary 

workers, and only the foreman knows what they are.  

 

Section 4: Labor Remuneration and Benefits 

 

Wages are paid on the 15th of each month without delay. The workers recruited by the factory 

receive their wages from the factory, and the temporary workers sent by labor agencies receive their 

wages from the agency. During the peak season, the average salary is from 4,500 to 6,000 RMB, and 

during the off season the salary is less than 3,000 RMB. However, workers don't know exactly which 

items are included in the salary, as they do not get to see their monthly salary slips. Workers believe that 

their total monthly wages probably include the number of hours worked multiplied by the hourly rate of 

15 yuan with deductions from personal social security contributions and fines. 

 

Both pay-by-hour and pay-by-piece salary models are available. Hourly wages are $15 per hour, 

and piece rate wages are calculated based on the pricing the factory assigns to each work 

program/production line. The piecework quota is considered reasonable by workers, as most can complete 

it. However, hourly workers have no overtime pay and are paid $15 an hour no matter what time they 

work. Piece-rate workers are counted for overtime by law. Piece-rate workers are allowed paid annual 

leave, maternity leave and wedding leave. However, hourly-paid workers do not get any paid leave. For 

piece-rate workers, the procedure for taking marriage required submitting a copy of marriage certificate; 

for maternity and paternity leave, a copy of the birth certificate must be provided. For bereavement leave, 

a copy of the death certificate must be provided. Workers must submit the leave request documents one 

week in advance to the factory for approval. Piece-rate workers are paid for legal holidays, according to 

the minimum wage standard of Zhuhai. Hourly workers are not. 

 

The factory will only give workers their salary slips if asked, but almost no workers request it. 

The factory uses a mobile app, Enterprise WeChat, to calculate wages for workers. Sick leave requires 

medical records and leave certificates from 5 designated hospitals, and it is calculated at 80% of the salary 

for normal working hours. All workers must buy social insurance, in accordance with the law. The factory 

covers the minimum requirement for workers’ social insurance, so workers pay more than 370 yuan for 

insurance. 

 

The welfare facilities on site include a basketball court, badminton room, billiard room, and one 

floor is a recreation area. But workers rarely get to take advantage of the facilities as there is virtually no 

leisure time. 

 

Section 5: Conditions of Accommodation and Food 

 



Abuse in the Printing Supply Chain 

14 

Room and board are provided to workers. But utilities are not covered, and people in the 

dormitory split utilities equally. The company subsidizes 11 yuan a day to the workers' meal cards, and 

the breakfast in the canteen is 3 to 4 yuan. The lowest price of lunch and dinner is 5.5 yuan. For 

employees living outside the dormitory, there is no rental subsidy, but there is a bus that commuting 

workers can ride for free. Compared with other factories, accommodations and food are considered okay 

by workers. The meal portions are quite large, and the quality is acceptable. Each dormitory has 6 beds, 

but usually only 3 people live there. There are lockers in the dormitory. There are two toilets in each 

dormitory. The showers have hot water, but the water heater is solar powered, so there is not much hot 

water on cloudy days. Below are photos of worker dormitories: 

 

 

Section 6: Occupational Safety and Labor Protection 

 

Our investigator asked whether there was an environmental health and safety committee at the 

factory, but workers had never heard of such a committee before. In fact, there is no specific explanation 

about environmental, health, or safety aspects of the job before starting work. During the orientation 

training, the factory asked the workers to copy the pre-written answers to test questions which did 

mentioned these issues but provided no concrete information. But obviously, after that insufficient safety 

training, workers quickly forgot what little relevant information these test questions included. As for 

safety equipment, a white hat was issued to workers, but nothing else. 
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The workshop is relatively clean and tidy, and no work-related accidents have been heard of. Our 

investigator noted that there were functional air conditioning units. He did not find first aid kits in either 

the workshop or the dormitory. 

 

The factory does not tell workers whether they are exposed to toxic substances, so there is no 

medical examination provided to workers to check for exposure to hazardous materials. The investigator 

did not personally see toxic or harmful substances, but they do not know if there are toxic substances in 

other workshops. Because our undercover investigator worked these same extreme overtime hours as 

other workers, they did not have an opportunity to chat with workers from other workshops. Regarding 

disposal of hazardous waste, our investigator witnessed the practice of discarding ink and toner cartridges 

that were old or did not meet qualifications into an open basket without any proper sealing methods (see 

photo below). The factory never shared how to handle and discard the hazardous waste with workers. 

 

 
 

Section 7: Fire Protection 

 

Workshop passages and emergency exits are clearly marked, adequately illuminated, not blocked 

by debris, not locked. Our investigator asked some workers who have been in the factory for about half a 

year about the last fire drill, and they had never heard of any fire drills at the factory. The fire 

extinguishers are full and checked once a month. Besides the open container of ink and toner, there are no 

immediately obvious flammable substances in the factory and dormitory area. 

 

Section 8: Rewards and Punishment 
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Fines include 1 yuan for every minute late and 5 yuan for clocking in incorrectly. Rewards 

include: an employee of the year award with a cash reward (the amount could not be confirmed by our 

investigator), a weekly award for exceeding production goals for 40 yuan, and clean dormitory award 

with laundry detergent and cleaner rewards. 

 

Workers can go get a drink of water and go to the restroom while working, but when there are 

many production targets like in the peak season, workers do not have time to leave the production line. 

 

Section 9: Other 

 

There is no union or worker representative at the factory. To resolve any problem or dispute, 

workers must speak with their group leader. Our investigator could not find a worker hotline, and none of 

the other workers interviewed were unaware of a factory worker hotline. 

 

The workers think the factory management is okay. As long as the workers work earnestly, they 

said that leaders usually do not care about anything else. Interviewees did complain that overtime less 

than 30 minutes is not counted as overtime pay. Workers are satisfied with the clean working 

environment and are not searched when they enter or leave the factory. Interviewees reported that workers 

have not been insulted, beaten or sexually harassed at work. 

 

When our investigator asked workers why they chose this factory, they said that while their 

wages are similar to those in other factories in the area, they expect their wages to improve over time. Yet 

according to industry trends, it seems unlikely that wages will increase. 

 

Workers reported that they want to work more overtime, simply because more hours pay more 

wages, but they dislike the long, exhausting working hours. Most of the workers are 30 to 40 years old, 

and they need to support their families, so they want to work more overtime to earn more money. Because 

they work overtime until 9:30 p.m. every day and only have one day off a month, so workers don't have 

time to go out shopping and don't know the local cost of living. The workers' spending is mainly through 

online shopping which saves time and has more choices and is cheaper.  

 

When asked about their plans for their future life and whether they were satisfied with their 

current living conditions, young workers said they basically don't think about anything; they just spend 

their wages as soon as they get them and don't plan for the future. The middle-aged workers are usually 

married, and they will save a little bit for their children. Workers’ plans for the future are just to work 

more overtime and save more money. Most workers do not even have the luxury to consider whether or 

not they are satisfied with their current state of life, most likely a result of the grueling amount of working 

hours that leave them virtually no personal time. 
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Zhuhai Maetone Infotech Co., Ltd (珠海美景联合科技有限公司) 

Investigation Report 

 

Address: Anjizhong Road, Sanzao Science and Technology Industry Zone No. 413, Jinwan District; 

Zhuhai, Guangdong; 519040; China 

Website: http://www.maetone.com/col.jsp?id=101  

Products:  HP, Canon, Brother, Epson compatible mono and color toner cartridges 

Total number of employees: about 380-400 

Number of management employees: about 20 people 

Number of workers: 360-380 

Total number of workers during peak season: about 380 

Ratio of Male to Female Interviewees: 11:36   

 

Section 1: Recruitment and Resignation 

 

There are restrictions for hiring general workers: men must be under 50 years old, and women 

must be 45 or younger. The company does recruit summer workers who are underage at around 16 years 

old, but this is rare unless they are particularly busy. They usually work two or three months, but when it's 

busy, there will be extended overtime. Workers say that the factory prefers to hire young workers because 

they are naive and complain less. 

 

Workers' personal and identity documents are not withheld from them by management. A pre-

employment medical examination is required, but it is not reimbursed. The examination generally costs 

about ￥100 at a regional hospital. The factory provides work uniforms, and the ￥30 cost is borne by the 

employee if they have worked for less than six months and borne by the company if they have worked for 

more than six months. There is no onboarding training; workers get paid when they start work. 

 

There is a trial period of one month, in which workers need to resign three days in advance and 

receive management approval, and they need to resign one week in advance during the contract period, 

but employees must work full three days after the proposal was submitted to officially leave unless there 

are special circumstances. Workers who resign during the contract period settle with the factory and 

receive the wages owed.  

 

Section 2: Employment Contract 

 

A labor contract is signed within one month of starting work, and the worker is given a copy. The 

worker fills in his personal information, signs the blank contract, and hands it to HR. HR then fills in the 

other terms and conditions, stamps it, and gives a copy to the worker. The worker therefore does not 

know the content of the agreed terms and conditions of their own labor contract when he or she signsThe 

factory does not fulfill the content of the labor contract as there are no paid legal holidays as stated in the 

contract. 

 

http://www.maetone.com/col.jsp?id=101
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Section 3: Working Hours 

 

Working hours are about 11 hours per day with 2-4 days off per month and 2 more days of 

overtime when busy. Regardless of whether in the off-season and peak season, employees work three 

hours of overtime per day, from 5:00 pm onwards are considered overtime, excluding 30 minutes of 

mealtime, and then work stops at 8:30. Workers are scheduled for 11 hour days on Saturday and Sunday 

as well. The peak season is usually from September to February with about 3 overtime hours a day. 

Workers cannot refuse to work overtime during the peak season. If they refuse to accept overtime during 

the probationary period, they will likely be fired. As no one wants to risk being fired, the workers all 

accept overtime. Our investigator never witnesses anyone refusing overtime, so we cannot confirm if 

there are any punishments and what they entail. It is normal to work for 14 days without a break during 

the peak season. Workers get at least two days to four days off during normal, non-peak months. There is 

a one-hour break for lunch and half an hour for dinner, with at least 10 hours of sleep per day.  

 

Overtime pay is not applied. This means that the hourly wage is fixed, no matter if it is Monday 

or Saturday, the hourly wage for working is the same. However, in order not to break the law, the 

company will write a false wage calculation method on the pay slip, which is different from the actual 

calculation method. 

 

Workers sign to confirm attendance at the end of each day, which can be corrected no more than 

twice a month with a 10 yuan fine each time. 

 

The company has a production planning department, which specializes in analyzing the daily 

production volume of workers and then determining how many pieces the workers can complete in one 

day. They then design a maximum production quantity that can be completed after a minute of non-stop 

work. This leaves very little time to drink water and go to the bathroom each day. Each production line 

has its own target, and there are as many indicators as there are orders. An assembly line has about 13 to 

16 people. The hourly wages of workers are standardized for each production line, and there are subsidies 

for some hard-working positions. Even though there are many orders in the peak season, if the target is 

easy to reach, it will be doubled. If there is an urgent order, workers may work overtime until 10:30pm or 

later. 

 

Section 4: Labor Remuneration and Benefits 

 

Wages are usually paid by the 20th of each month, with exceptions for holidays in which case 

wages are paid after the holiday. This means workers are forced to celebrate every holiday without pay. 

 

During the course of our Maetone factory investigation, we discovered that the method of 

calculating hourly pay defrauds workers. The picture of pay slips are not available to ensure the 

anonymity and safety of our investigator. The salary slip shows that the basic salary is 1,739.8 yuan, and 

the salary slip includes overtime pay, weekend overtime pay, overtime allowance, incentive bonus, year-

end bonus, other bonuses, leave deduction, late deduction, absenteeism deduction, deduction for incorrect 

adjustment of working hours, social security payments, and tax. However, these are actually false. The 

hourly wage on workers’ pay slip is 18.54 yuan/hour. Regardless of whether a normal shift, a weekday 
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overtime shift or a weekend overtime shift, all working hours are multiplied by 18.54, constituting one 

month’s wages. This is how this factory actually calculates income. However, in order to appear to 

comply with Chinese labor law, the amount of time and legal wages for weekday and weekend overtime 

will be “calculated” on the pay slip with the weekday overtime wage as 14.827 yuan/hour and the 

weekend overtime wage as about 19.8 yuan/hour.  

 

Even worse, a worker's hourly rate is NOT guaranteed, but dependent on piecework output and 

work speed. HR tells new hires an hourly wage amount to encourage them to work quickly and to work 

hard, but if a worker is determined to be “too slow” by the production line leader, they will be moved to 

the lower hourly wage line, meaning that their pay will be reduced. So, workers receive the penalties as if 

in a piecework-pay system, but do not receive the benefits of that same system, i.e. increased pay for 

overtime or for exceeding production quotas. If one line’s output is lower, and those workers’ hourly 

wages are lower. See the picture below which shows how this factory calculates workers’ wages with 

their different hourly wage model. On this board, every production line’s hourly wage can be located in 

the last column. A worker’s month wage will therefore be the total hours times hourly wage. Simply put, 

these obscure and obtuse methods of calculating payment are deliberately hard to understand in order to 

more easily deny workers their legal salary. 

 

 
 

There is no paid leave for any reason, including legal holidays, sick leave, paid annual leave, 

maternity leave, and marriage leave which is a violation of Chinese law. Workers are also not required to 

buy social insurance, another violation of Chinese law. Furthermore, there are no welfare facilities 

provided. 

 

Section 5: Conditions of Accommodation and Food  
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No housing is provided; only lunch and dinner are provided, and workers must pay for breakfast 

which is about 3 to 5 yuan. There is no subsidy for workers who chose to not eat in the factory. 

 

Section 6: Occupational Safety and Labor Protection 

 

There is no environmental health and safety committee at the factory, and employees are not 

trained in environmental, health, or safety aspects of the job. They simply start work on the first day. The 

factory provides dust masks and gloves for safety protection equipment which are replaced once a day.  

 

Temperature and humidity are monitored, the bathroom is cleaned by staff before the end of the 

shift every day, and passages are clear. There is central air conditioning, but our investigator could not 

find the maintenance table. Workers believe that they are not exposed to toxic chemicals while working in 

this factory, as the factory does not report any contact with toxic and harmful substances to workers. 

There are no pungent chemical odors, so workers generally believe that their positions are free from 

exposure to hazardous materials.  Most positions are considered relatively safe by workers; however, our 

investigator identified what is likely a dust exposure risk to workers in the toner powder filling positions. 

In fact, our investigator saw a reminder sent by the factory that there might be dust contamination. But the 

workers and even factory management might not be aware that toner dust is a combustible material and 

can spark a combustible dust explosion, which occurred earlier this year in another toner production plant 

operated by Konica Minolta in Japan in August, 2021. 6 7 The risk for a combustible dust explosion is 

often underestimated and misunderstood, and if such a risk is present in the Maetone factory, it is the 

responsibility of management to install safeguards to prevent such an explosion and to adequately warn 

and train workers to deal with this workplace safety hazard. 

 

Our investigator reported that there are very few severe workplace accidents as most jobs are very 

safe. However, the investigator said most workers are in pain during the first week, because they were not 

yet used to such a heavy workload. One worker injured his hands (skin abrasion and joint pain), because 

had to use the same fingers to twist in screws 1,300 times a day. There is no first aid kit or emergency 

medical supplies in either the workshop or dormitory. 

 

Section 7: Fire protection 

 

The workshop passages and emergency exits are clearly marked, adequately illuminated, and free 

of debris obstruction. There are flammable substances such as alcohol, cardboard boxes, etc. in the 

factory area. The fire extinguisher is in good working order and appears to be full. 

 

Fire drills are held twice a year, once in the first half of the year and once in the second half of the 

year in the production area. The last fire drill was held in November 2021, and the procedure was as 

follows: First, one man pulled the alarm in the workshop; second, one man directed all workers to 

evacuate through the safety exists; third, one man demonstrated to workers how to use the fire 

 
6 Konica Minolta shares latest update on explosion – The Recycler - 28/09/2021 
7 Explosion Damages Toner Production Plant in Japan - Dust Safety Science 

https://www.therecycler.com/posts/konica-minolta-shares-latest-update-on-explosion/
https://dustsafetyscience.com/toner-dust-explosion-tatsuno-japan/
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extinguisher and fire hydrant at a square in the factory industry park; last, workers who are interested 

could try to use this equipment.  

 

Section 8: Rewards and Punishment 

 

Punishments include fines, which are listed on the bulletin board and on the pay stubs, and verbal 

warnings. Last year there was a trip for all employees as an incentive, but the program does not seem to 

be continued this year. Workers selected by their team leader as an “excellent employee” receive 1,000 

yuan. There used to be year-end awards, and they are no longer given out either. Workers have freedom 

of movement, in the sense that they don’t need to report or get prior approval to use the restroom or get a 

drink. 

 

Section 9: Other 

 

There is no labor union or worker representative in the factory, and workers usually go to the 

team leader when there is something wrong. Workers reported however that all team leaders are relatives 

or good friends of higher-level managers in the factory. In general, workers reported that they don’t like 

the team leaders but also don’t hate them. On some production lines with a lower hourly wage, team 

leaders will verbally abuse workers, especially when workers go to the bathroom too many times or work 

slowly. Our investigator could not find any worker hotline.  

 

Workers are not searched when they enter or leave the factory. We could not find any instances 

where workers were insulted, beaten, or sexually harassed by a foreman, security guard, manager, or other 

worker. There are slightly more female workers than male workers in general, with eight female workers 

and four male workers in our investigator’s production line. The management is relatively balanced 

between men and women. Most workers choose this factory because there is no night shift, which is why 

women prefer it. Also, workers believe that are not in contact with toxic substances, and there is no 

pungent chemical smell in the factory. Workers are generally satisfied with the working environment of 

the factory; they believe it’s safer as they do not operate what they consider to be dangerous machines and 

dust masks and gloves are available. 

 

Regarding the interviewed employees’ satisfaction with the salary, workers said that the salary is 

not bad, but they had no special expectations. Their average wages are only 15 or 16 yuan an hour. 

Workers said that they feel that working hours are too long, and they expressed to the investigator that 

they would much rather work eight hours a day for five days a week and that the factory should raise the 

basic wage so that employees don't have to work overtime so desperately. Currently the basic salary 

provided is low, and the salary is not enough to cover workers’ costs of living without overtime. 

 

Workers interviewed also reported being dissatisfied with management’s policy of confiscating 

workers’ phones while on the worksite. Workers can only access them during regular meal breaks, not 

during any other breaks. Workers are fined 10 yuan if using their phone at work. 

 

Another concerning part of the investigation was workers’ responses to whether they have plans 

for their future life and if they are satisfied with their current state of life. A worker told our investigator, 
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“There is no plan, I can't afford to buy a house anyway.” Some workers know that they cannot work on 

the factory line for long; after all, there are age restrictions for most factories, including Maetone. Our 

investigator also reported that most young workers don't save money and spend all of one’s monthly 

paycheck within a month, and those who are able to plan for the future usually save the money for their 

older years. Interviewees said that they know it is not hard to find workers with a middle school or 

technical high school degree, especially from rural areas. Workers are keenly aware of how replaceable 

they are to Maetone and suffer because they lack any bargaining power. Working 66 hours every week is 

not a fulfilling life, and workers are simply exhausted. 
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Pictures of Zhuhai National Resources & Jingjie Printing Technology Co., 

Ltd Contract 
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